ELECTRICAL HEATER WITH THERMISTOR 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates generally to electrical heaters, and more particularly to 
thermistor controlled heaters, for example those having a positive temperature coefficient 
material. 

Electrical heaters having a thermistor layer interconnecting electrodes disposed 
on a dielectric material are known generally, as disclosed for example in U.S. Patent No. 
4,857,71 1 entitled "Positive Temperature Coefficient Heater" andin U.S. PatentNo. 4,931,627 
entitled "Positive Temperature Coefficient Heater With Distributed Heating Capability", both 
of which are assigned commonly with the present application. 

An object of the present invention is to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters that overcome problems in and improve upon the prior art. 

Another object of the invention is to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters that are economical and reliable. 

A further object of the invention is to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters having the capacity for providing more uniformly heated surfaces. 

It is also an object of the invention to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters having zones with more or less heat. 

Another object of the invention is to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters having electrodes with opposite end portions located at a common 
termination zone, for example at a common corner of the heater or along the same side thereof. 

Another object of the invention is to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters formed on a single substrate. 

A further object of the invention is to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters having multiple temperature configurations or settings. 

A further object of the invention is to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters having multiple temperature configurations or settings without 
complex or costly electrical controls. 
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Yet another object of the invention is to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel positive temperature coefficient electrical heaters having multiple temperature settings 
controlled by a switch. 

Another object of the invention is?to provide in some embodiments thereof 
novel electrical heaters suitable for use in seat heating applications. 

A more particular object of the invention is to provide in some embodiments 
thereof novel electrical heaters comprising first and second electrodes disposed on a substrate 
in spaced apart relation, adjacent portions of the first and second electrodes having 
interdigitated electrode portions protruding therefrom, other adjacent portions of the first and 
second electrodes devoid of interdigitated electrode portions, a thermistor material electrically 
interconnecting the first and second electrodes, a summation of electrical paths along the first 
and second electrodes from corresponding electrical power application end portions thereof 
to adjacent portions of the first and second electrodes is substantially the same. 

Another more particular object of the invention is to provide in some 
embodiments thereof novel electrical heaters comprising first and second electrodes disposed 
on a substrate in spaced apart relation, the first and second electrodes each having opposite end 
portions located at a common termination zone on the substrate, adjacent portions of the first 
and second electrodes having interdigitated electrode portions protruding therefrom, a 
thermistor material electrically interconnecting the first and second electrodes. 

A further more particular object of the invention is to provide in some 
embodiments thereof novel electrical heaters comprising a plurality of first, second and third 
electrodes disposed on a substrate in spaced apart relation, the second electrode located 
between the first and third electrodes, the first, second and third electrodes each having 
opposite end portions located at a common termination zone of the substrate, a thermistor 
material electrically interconnecting the first, second and third electrodes. 

Yet another more particular object of the invention is to provide in some 
embodiments thereof novel electrical heaters comprising first and second electrodes disposed 
on a substrate in spaced apart relation, a spacing between some adjacent portions of the first 
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and second electrodes is different than a spacing between other adjacent portions of the first 
and second electrodes, a thermistor material electrically interconnecting the first and second 
electrodes, a surmnation of electrical paths along the first and second electrodes from 
corresponding end portions thereof where electrical power is applied to adjacent portions of 
the first and second electrodes is substantially the same. 

These and other objects, aspects, features and advantages of the present 
invention will become more fully apparent upon careful consideration of the following 
Detailed Description of the Invention and the accompanying Drawings, which may be 
disproportionate for ease of understanding, wherein like structure and steps are referenced 
generally by corresponding numerals and indicators. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is an exemplary electrical heater and control switch according to an 
exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 2 is a multiple temperature setting connection table for the exemplary 
heater of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 3 is an electrical terminal coupled to a substrate and an electrode formed 

thereon. 

FIG. 4 is a portion of an electrical heater having variable spacing between 
adjacent electrode portions and interdigitated portions extending therefrom. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

In the present invention, the electrical heater comprises generally a plurality of 
at least two, and in the exemplary embodiment of FIG. I three, electrodes disposed on a 
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substrate in spaced apart relation. The electrodes are interconnected by a thermistor material. 

In one embodiment the substrate is an electrically insulating, or dielectric, 
material onto which silver or other conductive electrodes are disposed, for example in a screen 
printing process. In one exemplary embodiment, the thermistor material is a positive 
5 temperature coefficient material disposed over the electrodes. 

These and other materials suitable for use as the substrate, electrodes and 
thermistor material in the present invention are known to those having ordinary skill in the art, 
Q as disclosed, for example, in the previously referenced U.S. Patent No. 4,857,71 1 entitled 

^ "Positive Temperature Coefficient Heater" and inU.S. Patent No. 4,93 1 ,627 entitled "Positive 

Cfl 1 0 Temperature Coefficient Heater With Distributed Heating Capability". 

£ In another embodiment particularly -suitable for use in seat heater and related 

M ! applications, the substrate is a fabric saturated or coated with a positive temperature coefficient 

m material upon which the plurality of electrodes are formed or deposited or otherwise disposed 

y| so that the positive temperature coefficient material interconnects the electrodes, 

jwft 15 In the exemplary embodiment of FIG. 1, a substrate 2 is coated with a 

: ; 1 thermistor material 4 having first, second and third electrodes 1 0, 20 and 30 disposed thereon 

in spaced apart relation. The plurality of electrodes each have one or more corresponding 
electrode portions adjacent to electrode portions of one or more of the other electrodes. 

The thermistor material 4 provides an electrical connection between the spaced 
20 apart electrodes, and particularly the adjacent electrode portions thereof and produces heat 

according to its particular characteristics when voltage is applied to the electrodes. 

The electrodes are also a source of heat, narrower electrodes producing more 
heat than wider electrodes, but it is generally more efficient to produce heat with the thermistor 
material rather than with the electrodes. The electrodes are thus configured accordingly. 
25 In some embodiments, the electrodes are configured geometrically to dissipate 

about the same amount of heat as the thermistor material, thereby providing relatively uniform 
heating. In other embodiments, however, the electrodes may be configured to produce more 
or less heat than the thermistor material, depending on the desired heating performance. 
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In the exemplary embodiment, electrodes 10, 20 and 30 are arranged in a 
generally rectangular, serpentine pattern, and the adjacent electrode portions thereof are 
predominately linear and parallel. 

In the exemplary embodiment of FIG. 1, the first, second and third electrodes 
5 10, 20 and 30 are substantially continuous strips arranged side by side, with the second 

electrode 20 disposed between the first and third electrodes 10 and 30. Adjacent portions of 
]«* the first, second and third electrodes are arranged in a nested serpentine pattern. 

!£, In other embodiments, however, the adjacent electrode portions may be 

W curvilinear and the spacing therebetween may vary along the length of the electrodes. In FIG. 

■ #i 1 0 4, for example, the electrode 40 has a curved portion 42 wherein a spacing between the curved 

portion 42 and another adjacent electrode 50 varies. 

js* 

The electrodes each comprise corresponding opposite electrode end portions, 
H preferably located at a common termination zone of the substrate, for example along a 

rp common side or at the same corner of the substrate, to facilitate connection to a power supply. 

15 In the exemplary embodiment, the first electrode 10 has corresponding opposite 

i'U end portion 1 2 and 1 4, the second electrode 20 has corresponding opposite end portions 22 and 

24, and the third electrode 30 has corresponding opposite end portions 32 and 34. The 
opposite end portions of the electrodes are located on the same end or side of the substrate. 

Electrical power, for example from a voltage source, is applied at one of the end 
20 portions of at least two of the electrodes to produce heat, as discussed more fully below. The 

electrical power is preferably applied through electrical terminals connected to corresponding 
voltage application end portions of the electrodes, for example by a switch. 

At least one end portion of each electrode, and preferably both end portions 
thereof, are coupled to corresponding electrical terminals, which are also preferably fastened 
25 to the substrate at the common termination zone, so that power may be applied to either end 

portion of the electrode, for example by reconfiguring the switch, depending upon the desired 
heating configuration. 

Each of the electrical terminals may, for example, be in the form of a stamped 
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metal member having an electrical connector blade and an eyelet or a grommet or a staple or 
some other structure electrically connectable to the corresponding electrode. 

In the exemplary embodiment of FIG. 3, the electrical terminal comprises a 
blade 60 fastened to the substrate 2 and electrically coupled to the first electrode 10 by a 
5 conducting member 62 extending through the substrate 2 and through the electrode 1 0 and is 

fastened thereto by an end portion 63 . Various other electrical terminals and connection means 
may also be employed alternatively. In some embodiments, the terminals may also be 
. Q soldered to the electrodes. 

The electrical heater of FIG. 1 may be configured for operation at different 
•H 1 0 temperatures by appropriate application of electrical power to the end portions of two or more 

\X of the electrodes. In FIG. 1 , an exemplary switch 70 permits selective application of electrical 

power to one or the other of the end portions of two or more of the electrodes. 
Q FIG. 2 is a voltage Connection Table for the multiple temperature settings or 

; ! f configurations of the exemplary three electrode heater of FIG. 1. In a low temperature 

Q 15 operating mode, a positive voltage V1+ is applied to the first end portion 12 of the first 

m 

electrode and a negative voltage VI- (preferably having the same magnitude as the voltage 
V1+) is applied to the end second portion 34 of the third electrode. The heat produced is 
generally along serpentine path of the first and third electrodes 1 0 and 30 and in the thermistor 
material therebetween. 

20 According to this exemplary configuration and mode of operation, a summation 

of electrical paths along the first and third electrodes from the corresponding end portions 12 
and 34 thereof, where the voltages V1+ and VI- are applied, to adjacent portions along the 
electrodes is substantially the same. In other words, the voltage across the first and third 
electrodes 10 and 30 is approximately the same anywhere between the opposite ends thereof. 

25 The heat produced or generated by the thermistor material interconnecting the 

first and third electrodes is substantially the same along the serpentine path between the 
opposite end portions thereof, provided that the spacing therebetween is the same and that the 
voltage across the electrodes remains constant along the electrodes, as illustrated in FIG. 1. 
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In some embodiments, it is desirable to provide areas or zones on the substrate 
where more or less heat is generated, which may be performed by varying the spacing between 
adjacent electrode portions and/or by adding interdigitated electrode portions and/or by 
varying the size of the electrodes, as discussed further below. 

In a medium temperature operating mode, the Medium Setting of FIG. 2, a 
positive voltage V1+ is applied to the first end portion 12 of the first electrode 10 and a 
negative voltage V2- is applied to the second end portion 24 of the second electrode 20. The 
heat produced is generally along serpentine path of the first and second electrodes 10 and 20 
and in the thermistor material therebetween. 

In a high temperature operating mode, the High Setting of FIG. 2, a positive 
voltage V2+ is applied to the first end portion 22 of the second electrode, and negative 
voltages VI- and V3- are applied to the second end portions 34 and 14 of the third and first 
electrodes, respectively. Heat is thus generated by the thermistor material between the first, 
second and third electrodes and by the electrodes themselves. 

The voltages applied to the first, second and third electrodes 10 , 20 and 30 of 
FIG. 1 to obtain the low, medium and high temperature settings may be controlled simply and 
reliably with the switch 70, without the requirement of costly electronic controls, for example 
circuitry that controls power supplied to the electrodes by varying voltage and/or current. 

In the exemplary embodiment of FIG. 1, the switch 70 is a multi-pole, multi- 
position switch, for example a TPTT switch, which has three poles and three switch positions. 
The exemplary multi-pole, multi-position switch permits selection of the particular electrodes 
and the particular end portions thereof to which the voltages are applied, without the 
requirement of costly electronic controls. Generally, the number of switch positions and poles 
required thereof are dependent on the number of electrodes and temperature settings desired. 
For example, a two temperature setting heater may be controlled with a DPDT switch, that is, 
one having two poles and two positions. ^ 

In other embodiments, other controls or switching schemes may be employed 
to operate the heater. For example, latching type switches and/or logic circuitry and/or 
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combinations of momentary switches and relays, among other configurations may be used 
alternatively. The heaters of the present invention may also be controlled by microprocessor 
based controllers, for example those in processor based automotive electrical systems. 

In the exemplary seat heating application, DC voltages supplied from an 
automotive electrical system are applied to the electrodes. The applied voltages preferably 
have substantially equal magnitudes. The indicated polarities of the voltages may be reversed. 

In embodiments having three or more electrodes, it may be desirable for the 
intermediate electrodes to have a greater width than the outer electrodes. In the exemplary 
embodiment of FIG. 1, for example, the second electrode 20 is wider than the first and third 
electrodes 1 0 and 30. This configuration allows thq intermediate second electrode 20 to better 
source current to or sink current from (depending on the voltage polarities) both the first and 
third electrodes when the heater is operating in the High Setting indicated in the Voltage 
Connection Table of FIG. 2. 

In the exemplary embodiment of FIG 4, the spacing between electrodes 40 and 
electrodes 50 and 52 varies along the lengths thereof. Generally, the smaller the spacing 
between electrodes, the more heat that is generated by the thermistor material therebetween 
when voltage is applied to the electrodes. Thus varying the spacing between adjacent portions 
of the electrodes on the substrate permits controlling the amount of heat produced on the 
substrate, particularly that produced by the thermistor material disposed therebetween. 

Differing amounts of heat may also be generated by providing interdigitated 
electrode portions protruding from adjacent portions of the electrodes, thus forming areas or 
zones on the substrate producing more or less heat, depending on the location and density of 
the interdigitated portions. In FIG. 4, adjacent electrode portions 40 and 52 include a plurality 
of interdigitated electrode portions 44 and 53 (only some of which are identified with 
numerals) protruding therefrom. t 

As discussed above, the electrodes are configured so that a summation of 
electrical paths along adjacent electrodes, from the corresponding voltage application end 
portions thereof, to adjacent portions along the interdigitated electrode portions is substantially 
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the same, thus providing substantially the same voltage across the adjacent interdigitated 
electrode portions along the path of the electrodes. 

In some applications, for example automotive seat heating applications, it is 
desirable to provide greater or lesser amounts of heat on different portions of the seat. These 
objects may accomplished readily and cost effectively by providing a seat heater, for example 
the exemplary multi-temperature seat heater of FIG. 1 , having electrodes with variable spacing 
and/or interdigitated electrode portions, illustrated generally FIG 4. 

While the foregoing written description of the invention enables one of ordinary 
skill to make and use what is considered presently to be the best mode thereof, those of 
ordinary skill will understand and appreciate the existence of variations, combinations, and 
equivalents of the specific exemplary embodiments herein. The invention is therefore to be 
limited not by the exemplary embodiments herein, but by all embodiments within the scope 
and spirit of the appended claims. 



